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While the highway between Deseronto and Napanee has a storied history, it is the parallel running 
Napanee River that bears the most historical and romantic appeal to excite the antiquitous imagination. 
The River has been an important link for communication and industry from earliest settlement to the 
century that followed. It was a force that provided power and prosperity to the community it served. 


It was the falls of the river that was the first impetus for settlement in the area, defining and delineating 
the settlements and community that grew around it. The westward flow of the river was the perfect way 
to access the reaches of the bay. The earliest mills at the foot of the falls provided grain and flour for 
making bread, eventually giving way to manufacturing necessities. The roads were primitive, and the 
river often provided easier communication and links within the county. Boats of all descriptions carried 
goods and people between points, docking at small wharfs that were beginning to develop all along the 
river (one being on what is now “Oliver’s Side Road” about three miles west of Napanee). 


In the 1840s, the Rathburn Lumber Company established a large complex of saw mills and related 
industries at Deseronto, made to manufacture lumber that was exported to the US. Timber came from the 
forests of across the northern frontier of Lennox and Addington, with all this product finding its way to 
the mills at Deseronto by a number of river routes going southward to the Bay of Quinte. Massive log 
drivers came down the Napanee River, over the falls, and the westward to Deseronto. The river would 
have been an exciting sight, full of vigour and colourful activity. At one time, there was a tavern 
established on the river bank three miles west of Napanee. The patronage of the tavern no doubt being 
made up of log-drivers and other river-goers. 


The advent of steam power saw a number of steamboats on the river, carrying goods and people. The 
steamboat “Reindeer” plied the Bay of Quinte waters for some years at the turn of the century, posting a 
regular time schedule — leaving Napanee for Deseronto early each morning, then carrying on to Picton, 
then back to Deseronto by noon. In the afternoon, it made a second trip to Picton, then back to Deseronto, 
and returning in Napanee by the evening. The ship stopped at many small docks and wharfs along the 
way as well, picking up produce for delivery in Deseronto, Picton, and Napanee (in addition to carrying 
passengers along the way). Travel by road was still a slow and arduous affair, so the waters’ convenience 
and efficiency would have been very welcome. There is still an original schedule for “the Reindeer” for 
the year 1909. This was only one of a many similar types of craft in the waters at the time. There was 
also a familiar sight in the schooner “Lyman Davis,” which supplied Napanee with coal drawn from 
across Lake Ontario and Oswego (New York). It was difficult for a sailing ship of that size to navigate 
the waters, attempting to glide through narrow and twisting channels. She sometimes ran aground on 


hidden sandbars at Big Bend, and tugmen from Kingston would have to pull her off the bar. This ship 
drew coal to Napanee until the 1930’s. She was also the last working schooner on the Great Lakes. Her 
departure brought about an end to the colourful era of commerce on the Napanee River. 
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Alkenbrack, Wesley M. “After a century, viaduct bottleneck remains.” Our Living History: The 
Napanee Beaver (May 23", 1979). 


Considering the construction of wonders like the St. Lawrence seaway and the 401 Highway, its stands to 
reason that a piece of masonry (28 ft. tall) obstructing the flow of traffic might be easily eliminated, 
especially considering the first complaint it drew was from [as of 2023] 166 years ago. But sometimes 
progress doesn’t solve a difficulty. The Municipal Council of Napanee [in 1979] engaged an engineering 
firm of consultants in an effort to unsnarl the complex traffic tangle at the intersection of Highway 2, 
Bridge Street, and Camden Road — a congestion that is obviously made more difficult by the highway 
bridge and railway viaduct, which are both immovable. In the early to mid-1900’s, the highway running 
east crossed the river on a narrow iron bridge to join Camden Road, and the combined traffic of both 
roads passed under the viaduct together, slowed in its flow by a massive pier that still divided Camden 
Road. Although the new curving highway bridge relieved the total bottle-neck to a considerable degree 
by using other arches of the viaduct, it only moved the problem a little farther west, where the confluence 
of traffic streams still presented a hard puzzle to the present planners. In 1857, there was a complaint 
launched to the Napanee Standard, stating that, while ornamental, it endangered those that came to the 
road on a dark night, or whose horses may run down the hill. Accidents involving overturned 
stagecoaches seemed to be an ongoing issue, with possibly fatal effects. 
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Alkenbrack, Wesley M. “Candidate’s ‘Star’ was short-lived after lively election of 1896: The 
Napanee Star — An Instant Newspaper.” Our Living History: The Napanee Beaver (accessed 
September, 8", 2023). 


There is a unique story in Canadian politics of one going to incredible efforts to establish a newspaper in 
Napanee for the sole purpose of publicizing their campaigns — to say nothing of the considerable financial 
outlay for questionable outcomes. In 1896, the country was facing a federal election campaign. Uriah 
Wilson was the Conservative candidate for Lennox, and the Liberals were uneasy about their chances 
with a straight party man. They thus sought to improve their chances by joining with the Patrons of 
Industry, a farmer’s political organization growing in influence. A Liberal-Patron was elected, named 
Edmund Switzer, and while the Napanee Express championed Mr. Switzer, the Napanee Beaver favoured 
Wilson. For an unknown reason, there was dissatisfaction with politics in Lennox at the time of election, 
something not improved by the departure of the Liberals from the straight party line. Switzer was seen as 
neither a true Liberal, nor Patron, and as the campaigns opened, there was an availability for an 
independent to win control. Charles Stevens, a Napanee business man who had just completed two terms 
as mayor, offered himself as that independent candidate. Stevens launched himself furiously on the 
electors of Lennox, though the stumbling block of affiliation with the press became a concern. In this era 
of politics, support from a newspaper was critical to the success of the candidate. Charles Stevens thus 
decided to procure and run his own newspaper. Walter Herrington commented that “never did a 
newspaper come into being so quickly.” Despite this exertion, Stevens lost the campaign, as a third 
candidate only increased Uriah Wilson’s chances in the running. Stevens still had his newspaper (The 
Star), and to avoid being accused of opportunism, he announced that it was “here to stay.” It was an 
unabated and unbashful paper, fearless in its commentary and a “good example for the other two papers in 
town.” However, four years after its inception, the paper closed down, as a third paper only confused the 
market, and drove readers into the arms of the already established papers. 
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